The student who dates his knowledge of tuberculosis from Koch may have a very correct but he has a very incomplete appreciation of his subject. William Oslerl Phthisis (from decay, shrivelling) was the name given in Hippocratic writings to wasting diseases, the most dangerous of which, according to De Re Medicina of Celsus (AD 40), was that of pulmonary origin. 'Glandulous tubercles', prone to increase with age and proceed to visible suppuration, were first recognized in the lungs of phthisical patients2 by Franciscus Sylvius (de la Boe) (1614-1672) who introduced ward teaching and thus established the reputation of Leiden's medical school. Of phthisis he wrote in Opera Medica: I found more than once larger and smaller tubercles in the lungs, which on section were found to contain pus. From these tubercles I hold that not infrequently phthisis has its origin. Only the wasting caused by ulcers in the lungs is to be called phthisis [particularly when it is associated with cough, sputum and hectic fever]2.
And he speculated upon what seemed to be a hereditary and deadly disposition to these tubercula minora et majora which ran in certain families. His English pupil Thomas Willis (1621-1675) recognized that ulceration-or cavitation as we would say-of tubercles was not invariable.
PHTHISIOLOGIA This year marks the tercentenary of the death of Richard Morton (b.1637), the Staffordshire divine who turned to medicine when he found that he could not conform with the Act of Uniformity in 1662. Deprived of his vicarage, he developed Sylvius's discovery (without referring, or deferring, to it) in Phthisiologia: or a Treatise of Consumptions (1694)3. This monograph was a tripartite compendium of bodily wasting conditions. Under 'Wasting in General' he considered every cause of emaciation without regard to its anatomical origin. In considering 'Wasting from a Consumption of the Lungs' he listed eleven exciting causes, seventeen diagnostic pointers, and two grades of pathognomic changes in both incipient and advanced disease. Then, under 'Symptomatic Consumption of the And he tried to explain these variations within a family history34:
a Mr Hunt lived almost from his youth in a consumptive state, and from the age of sixty began to go dowrnhill. His three sons lived till about thirty, about which time they were all, one after another, seized by the right of inheritance with a consumption. [His wife also contracted the disease hut recovered.l The lungs possess a peculiar constitution which changes with age, although so far it is not possible to describe this accurately or to explain its nature.
TUBERCULOSIS
Gaspard-Laurent Bayle (1774-1816) in his Recherches sur le phthisie pulmonaire (1810) stressed that the tubercle, which in its early stages causes scarcely more than a mild indisposition, was the essential feature of pulmonary phthisis2. But he held that miliary and caseous tuberculosis differed, and it was his disciple Rene-Theophile-Hyacinthe Laennec (1781-1826) who proclaimed the unity of tuberculous lesions regardless of where they occur throughout the body2. Using the stethoscope he had invented, Laennec related the clinical (physical) signs to the underlying lesions in the lungs in Traite de J'auscultation mediate (1819 and 1823). Yet, because a spouse was not invariably infected by a patient, he did not believe that tuberculosis of the lungs was directly transmissible. That tuberculosis is indeed an infectious disease was shown conclusively by Jean-Antoine Villemin (1827-1892) by means of inoculation experiments described in Etudes sur la tuberculose (1868), leaving it to Robert Koch (1843-1910) to identify the causal organism in 1882. Despite these advances Morton's monograph maintains its value as a warning against misconstruing 'phthisis' when it occurs in earlier works, for the restricted meaning only gained wide usage slowly during the eighteenth century. Early in the nineteenth century 'phthisis' was gradually replaced in clinical usage by 'consumption', but by the close of the century 'tuberculosis' dominated terminology. The
Greek term is still sometimes remembered in the notorious spes phthisica, featured by Aretaeus (fl. 140) in his description of the advanced state of consumption:7
What is most wronderful is that in a case when blood comes from the lung, in Nwhich the disease is most serious, paticnts do not give up hope
It is simply wonderful how the strength of the body holds out, the strength of the mind even surpasses that of the bodNy.
In Letter to a Friend concerning a young phthisick Sir Thomas Browne (1605-1682) echoed the Cappadocian when he noted 'the common fallacy of consumptive persons who feel not themselves dying, and therefore still hope to live'8.
By the middle of the twentieth century it seemed that the 'white plague' was about to be mastered, but the director of the WHO Global Tuberculosis Programme, Arata Kochi, reports that 22 countries now account for 80% of all cases and, warning against a new spes phthisica, predicts that by the year 2020 seventy million more people will die of tuberculosis9. Neither a correct nor a complete phthisiologia can achieve global control of tuberculosis unaided; that a thoroughly competent knowledge of tuberculosis of itself is ineffective without adequate resources has been established conclusively in one country after another since 1950.
